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Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have become active players in the fight against 
poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa. Their roles and activities are widely and generally accepted by 
society due to their immediate intervention in the reduction of poverty. This study assesses the 
numerous contributions of non- governmental organizations in poverty alleviation in Sub- Saharan 
Africa, with Caritas Sierra Leone as a case demonstrating the activities and roles of NGOs in 
alleviating poverty in Sierra Leone. It is no doubt that NGOs, having a comparative advantage over 
government institutions, and with their timely intervention toward poverty eradication, have gained 
a global momentum in the development arena, and have immensely contributed to reducing poverty 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. The researcher will analyze the role of Caritas in Sierra Leone in alleviating 
poverty in a war torn country, whose social economic and political instability has contributed to its 
increasing poverty. Therefore, a descriptive assessment on the role played by Caritas Sierra Leone 
was researcher’s focus to analyze its poverty alleviation role. 
The Caritas Sierra Leone‘s main engagements cover three sectors: agriculture, education 
and health. These sectors received little or no attention during the country’s civil war. Although 
NGOs have contributed a lot to poverty alleviation in Sub-Saharan Africa, they face many 
challenges. The researcher also focuses on some major challenges. These challenges have been 
broadly categorized under three main bodies, they include: administrative, domestic/policy and 
operational 
 The result from the investigation indicates that there has been an increase in the number of 
NGOs operating in Sierra Leone but Caritas is not prominent in some areas and this research will 
highlights the reasons for their limited operations. Nevertheless, evidence reveals from the 
investigation of Caritas’ operation areas indicates that Caritas Sierra Leone as an NGO is indeed 
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CHAPTER ONE -   INTRODUCTION 
Poverty in simple terms is a condition characterized by severe deprivation of basic human 
needs and depends not only on income but also on access to services. According to information 
garnered from the United Nations, Poverty means “… not having enough to feed and clothe a family, 
not having a school or clinic to go to, not having the land on which to grow one’s food or a job to earn 
one’s living, not having access to credit. It means insecurity, powerlessness and exclusion of 
individuals, households and communities. It means susceptibility to violence, and it often implies 
living in marginal or fragile environments, without access to clean water or sanitation.”1 
Poverty remains to be one of the greatest dilemmas of the world since it threatens all 
development sectors. Nearly one sixth of the world’s total population, or 1 billion people, live below 
the breadline which is less than 1$ US a day; that means these people struggle for survival on a daily 
basis. In Sub-Saharan Africa for instance, nearly one third of its total population cannot afford their 
daily bread, moreover, access to basic amenities is almost impossible. Clearly, this pandemic has 
pervasive and diverse effects, which if not dealt with thoroughly and in a holistic manner will impede 
the overall progression of the world’s economy. 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have risen to the challenge of alleviating poverty 
among many other scourges in society. These bodies have been founded on the primary purposes of 
“pursuing activities to relieve suffering, promote the interests of the poor, protect the environment, 
provide basic social services, or undertake community development". There are many issues that 
cannot be solved within a nation, such as poverty alleviation and as such NGOs have been developed 
to emphasize humanitarian issues, developmental aid and sustainable development. What have NGOs 
been doing to reduce poverty? And how effective have their methodologies been? 
This research has been formulated to assess the roles and challenges of these private 
organizations, NGOs, in alleviating poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa, using specifically the case of 
Caritas Sierra Leone. In the subsequent subsections of this chapter, this researcher will delve more into 
the subject matter mentioned so as to form a firm footing by which one will be able to understand how 
NGOs have been working to alleviate this pandemic, poverty. 
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1.1. UNDERSTANDING NGOS AND THEIR ROLES. 
 Poverty is not a new agenda and will never be one. In 1944 the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) has made a declaration that "poverty is a threat to prosperity"2. This statement of 
course pointed out the fact that poverty alleviation is a key issue and should draw the attention of the 
world.  
“Making sure that human development reaches everyone, everywhere”3 is the primary aim of 
the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDGS). It is projected that if these goals are 
achieved, world poverty would be cut by half, tens of millions of lives would be saved, and billions 
more people would have the opportunity to benefit from the global economy.  
The first MDG deals with the eradication of extreme poverty in the 191 United Nations 
member countries. In order to realize this goal, it is generally understood that NGOs have imperative 
roles to play. NGOs entrance into the development agenda followed by their subsequent project 
proposal for combating and eradication of poverty gives a clear dichotomy between them and the 
government. To some extent government institutions have been accused of neglecting peoples need 
and misplacing of country’s priority. NGOs’ roles are more people centered than that of the 
government. Many NGOs have institutionalized various activities to empower the poor and 
underprivileged. 
A number of other international bodies are now paying much more attention to poverty 
alleviation; for instance, International Committee of Red Cross (ICRC), Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS), United Nations International Children’s Educational Funds (UNICEF), United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and many more United Nations (UN) agencies 
and the World Bank. The United States Agency for International Development (USAID), The Hunger 
Project (THP) and the Inter-American Development Bank has adopted a policy that half of their loans 
have to contribute directly to poverty reduction, (Courier, 1994: 50). The recent multiplication of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) constitutes a yet more visible force in the poverty alleviation 
campaign in most developing countries lately. 
NGOs have been involved in development activities since the colonial period. However, NGOs 
significantly grew in the 1970s when the New Order governments in Sub-Saharan Africa, consistently 
                                                            
2 International Labour Organisation, The Framework of ILO Action against Poverty. August 1993. By:  I LO, Geneva.  
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limited the participation of society in development activities. Most NGOs were established as a 
counterpart agency to initiate an alternative development of the government development model. They 
generally used a bottom-up approach and stressed on participatory mechanisms. Africa, the poorest in 
the world, has many NGOs. It is estimated that nearly one third of NGOs in the world are found in 
Africa and one third of the portion is found in Sub-Saharan Africa.  
These NGOs are mainly concerned with poverty alleviation and eradication, community 
development and empowerment, relief services/ humanitarian assistance, witnessed in Sierra Leone 
and Liberia, advocacy, human and environmental issues like litigation (SMERU, 2000). In the areas of 
wars, natural disasters, the case of Japan’s tsunami disaster, geo-politics, as evidence in the current 
Libyan crisis, democratization process, the case of Egypt, Côte d’Ivoire, the majority of NGOs are 
usually engaged in specific issue depending on the prevailing circumstances and policy advocacy, 
such as the issues of good governance, electoral system reform, development watch, civil and political 
rights, civil society, and other specific issues, as evident in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Rwanda, Ghana, 
Nigeria, Libya, Afghanistan, Tunisia and Iraqi.   
Poverty alleviation in Africa takes different kinds of forms, as history of poverty varies with 
country to country. In Sierra Leone and Liberia for examples, NGOs roles during the early 1990s and 
late 2000s, presented more of relief service delivery type, for both countries were experiencing civil 
unrest. In Ghana and Nigeria, who to some extent have a peaceful co-existence society, NGOs roles, 
are more in microfinance, advocacy, capacity building, and empowerment and many more excluding 
relief services. 
Regarding development and poverty alleviation issues, NGOs, especially third world NGOs, 
are very stable compared to the developed world NGOs. These established NGOs have continuously 
developed various development initiatives to provide basic services and to increase the livelihoods of 
the poor. NGOs have emerged as influential factors in African development. They have played key 
roles in intergovernmental deliberations on international criminal court, landmines and social issues 
such as health, education, social and economic development. 
 
1.2.  POVERTY IN THE GLOBALIZED WORLD 
Poverty is one major problem that is plaguing each and every corner of society; whether rich or 
poor. Even the big powers and their less fortunate colleagues cannot escape from it. In contemporary 
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population or about two billion people live in extreme poverty. Countries in Sub-Saharan African 
shared half of the portion. 
The issue of “Poverty” has been a general concern to humanity due to the serious setback it has 
been causing globally. This has become the world’s epidemic threatening economies the world over, 
especially those in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and other developing nations. Many of 
these countries can be found in Asia, Latin America, and Africa. According to Raanan Weitz (1986), 
“while humanity shares one planet, it is a planet on which there are two worlds, the rich and the world 
of the poor” These poor countries are called the Third World.4  
Poverty in the third world countries are normally recognized by somehow low levels of 
livelihood, income and poor standards of living. These poor conditions are portrayed and seen visible 
in the form of low incomes, inadequate housing, increased hunger, poor health condition, wars, and 
limited access to safe drinking water, low quality education and increasing rate of unemployment and 
underdevelopment. 
The periods of the 1960s and 1970s witnessed grand financial development all over the world. 
The poverty situation of developing nations is described in the graphs below. Graph 1.1 illustrates the 
development in the factual growth rates. In graph 1.1 below, Sub-Saharan Africa has recorded a 2 
percent per annum improvement in real growth rates of per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP), as 
against 3.4 percent average for the developing countries.  
The 1980s, described as a lost decade as far as development was concerned, witnessed an 
economic down-swing in most parts of the developing third world countries. With the exception of the 
Asian countries, all other regions experienced weakening growth up to the magnitude of 1.2 percent 
and 2.4 percent per annum in countries of sub-Saharan Africa e.g. Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Liberia and 
Ghana and North Africa countries respectively. The countries of Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1980’s had 
an economic crisis and witnessed by the low performance of economic growth, hence increased 
poverty in these regions. Inequalities between the third worlds and the developed countries also 
widened. However, Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia countries are also making head ways as 
described in the graph below. Graph 1.2 below, shows that South Asia in 2005 made 73.90 percent and 
Sub-Saharan Africa72.90 percent.  
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